The Story of British Diplomacy
of his time none knew Germany and German affairs so well as this facile versifier, equally in Latin as in English, who at different times was envoy to the emperor, to the Electors of Brandenburg, of Saxony and to others. Few among Germans themselves knew the subject so well. With that possible exception Matthew Prior stands out unrivalled among the poet-diplomatists of his day. " One Prior," is Burnet's contemptuous description of him; "nothing out of verse," are the words in which he is summed up by Pope. Swift, however, at least as severe and, in such a matter, a more competent judge, formed a very different estimate. The most original and penetrating political genius of the time, St John, afterwards Viscount Bolingbroke, endorsed the verdict of his friend Swift, and rated Prior's business habits and aptitude for affairs so highly as to urge on Queen Anne Prior's attachment to his own French mission. The overture to the Peace of Ryswick was the congress at The Hague. The English representative, Lord Dursley, took thither Prior with him as Secretary. This mission produced not only much noticeably excellent work of the official sort, but many copies of impromptu verse; these have something like the musical ring of diplomatic wit which resounded in a later century through the compositions of George Canning and John Hookham Frere. "Who," asks the melodiously epigrammatic Prior, "so blest as the Englishen Heer Secretaris ?"
" In a little Dutch chaise on a Saturday night, On rny left hand a Horace, a nymph on my right, No memoire to compose and no post-boy to move That on Sunday may hinder the sweetness of love. 40